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As   a   Military   Historian   I   rely   on   a   summary   of   the 

historical fact, I analyze and highlight the decisive factors, 

before   simulating   hypotheses  "what   if…"  hypotheses through a board game. In the simulation, all possibilities 

of the purpose of the study are completed, when the past 

of history is analyzed based on the theory of the present 

and projected for similar situations in the future. Since 2010 I have published the following series of simulations: 

I. Historical Simulation of the Wars of the First Empires; 

II. Historical Simulation of the Wars in Classical Greece; 

III. Historical Simulation of the Roman Wars; IV. Historical Simulation   of   Wars   in   the   Medieval   Era;   V.   Historical 

Simulation of Wars in the Modern Era (1453 to 1774); VI. 

Historical  Simulation  of  Wars in  the Age of  Revolutions 

(1775 to 1860); VII. Historical Simulation of Wars in the Industrial Age (1861 to 1913); VIII. Historical Simulation 

of the First World War; IX. Historical Simulation of World 

War II; X. Historical Simulation of the Cold War (1917 to 

1991); and XI. Historical Simulation of Contemporary Wars (1991 to ...).
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HISTORICAL FACT

 

WAR OF CANUDOS

 

History

 

It was an armed conflict, between November 7, 1896, and October   5,   1897,   involving   the   Brazilian   Army   and 

members   of   the   religious   community   led   by   Antônio 

Conselheiro,  in  Canudos,  in  the interior  of the  state  of 

Bahia.

 

The   region,   historically   characterized   by   unproductive 

large   estates,   cyclical   droughts,   and   chronic 

unemployment, was experiencing a severe economic and social crisis. Canudos was a small village that emerged 

during the 18th century on the outskirts of the Canudos 

farm   (where   the   canudo-de-pito   plant   is   used   for   pipe 

smoking) on the banks of the Vaza-Barris River.

 

The government of the newly established Republic needed 

funds to carry out its plans and only had a presence in the 

Sertão region through tax collection. Slavery had ended a few   years   earlier   in   the   country,   and   groups   of   former 

slaves roamed  the roads and backlands, excluded from 

access to land and with limited job opportunities. Like the 

sertanejos,   these   impoverished   people   gathered   around the pilgrim Antônio Conselheiro's message, believing he 

could free them from extreme poverty or guarantee them 
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eternal   salvation   in   the   afterlife.   With   their   arrival   in 

Canudos in 1893, the community began to grow rapidly, 

within a few years reaching between 25,000 and 35,000 inhabitants,   in   approximately   5,200   households   (second 

only to Salvador in the state). 

[image: ]

 

Img 1: The theater of operations.

 

In Img 1, on a map contemporary to the historical event, I 

highlighted   in   a   black   rectangle   (1   in   Img   1)   an 

approximate idea of the region under the direct influence 
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of   the   military   campaigns   (expeditions),   including   the 

residential core and main access routes (the reader can 

see a zoom in Img 2). Enclosed in red rectangles are the main cities in the theater of operations, some connected 

by continuous lines symbolizing railways: Salvador (capital 

of Bahia, 2 in Img 1); Juazeiro and Petrolina (3 in Img 1) 

on   the   border   with   Pernambuco;   Aracaju   (capital   of Sergipe, 4 in Img 1), with only coastal rail connections; 

Bom Fim and Jacobina (5 in Img 1).

 

The Conselheiro renamed the site Belo Monte, despite its location   in   a   valley   between   hills.   The   region's   large 

landowners, joining forces with some of the local clergy, 

began  a  vigorous lobbying  campaign  against  the newly 

established   Republic,   demanding   action   against   the settlement. The rumors were that Canudos was arming 

itself to attack neighboring towns and march toward the 

capital   to   overthrow   the   republican   government   and 

reinstate the monarchy.

 

Although there was no evidence to support these rumors, 

the Army was sent to Canudos. Three military expeditions 

were   defeated,   which   terrified   public   opinion,   which eventually demanded the destruction of the settlement, 

legitimizing   the   massacre   of   up   to   twenty   thousand 

sertanejos.   Furthermore,   an   estimated   five   thousand 

soldiers died, resulting in the total destruction of Canudos, the beheading of many prisoners of war, and the burning 

of all the houses in the settlement.

 

First expedition (1 in Img 2)
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In October 1896, the episode that triggered the War of 

Canudos   occurred.   Antônio   Conselheiro   had   ordered   a 

shipment of lumber from Juazeiro for the construction of the new church, but the lumber was not delivered, despite 

having   been   paid   for.   Rumors   then   emerged   that   the 

conselheiristas would come to seize the lumber by force, 

prompting   Juazeiro   authorities   to   send   a   request   for assistance to the Bahia state government.

[image: ]

 

Img 2: Operational area.

 

In Img 3, view of the city and the Juazeiro railway station; 

and Canudos, until 1896, and in 1897.
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Img 3: Juazeiro and Canudos at the time.

 

The   government   responded   that   it   could   not   deploy   a force based on mere rumors and recommended, however, 

that the roads be monitored from a distance and, if the 

"bandits"  movements   were   verified,  that   a   telegram   be 

issued,   so   that   the   government   would   be   prepared   to immediately send, by express train, the necessary force to 

repel them and secure the city.

 

With the police force stationed in Salvador depleted by previous   operations,   the   provincial   president   (state 

governor)   Luís   Viana   requested   that   the   commanding 

general   of   the   army's   3rd   Military   District   send   one 

hundred enlisted men to Juazeiro, as long as he received word from Judge Arlindo Leoni of that district. A few days 
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later,   the   governor   received   a   telegram   from   the 

magistrate   stating   that   Antônio   Conselheiro's   followers 

were about two days' journey away from Juazeiro. Having informed the general of the fact, he complied with the 

request,   sending   the   prepared   force,   which   was   to 

proceed   there   in   accordance   with   the   judge,   on   an 

express train* under the command of Lieutenant Manuel da Silva Pires Ferreira.

 

*Geographical note: the original project envisioned by the Bahian and Imperial governments was to build a railway connecting the Bahian cities of Salvador and Juazeiro. The first contract was signed with the English, who created the Bahia and San Francisco Railway Company. When they opened the Alagoinhas Station on February 13, 1863, they completed the construction of the first twenty leagues (approximately 100   km)   established   in   the   contracts,   earning   the   7%   interest guarantee agreed upon with the Imperial and Provincial Governments of   Bahia.   Because   this   guarantee   no   longer   held,   the   English abandoned   construction   of   the   stretch   between   Alagoinhas   and Juazeiro. The Imperial  Government, by Law No. 1953 of June 17, 1871, authorized the extension of the Bahia to São Francisco Railway. After   the   respective   studies   had   been   carried   out,   the   Imperial Government   resolved   to   enter   into   the   respective   contract   with engineer   Antônio   Maria   de   Oliveira   Bulhões   under   conditions   that were approved by Decree No. 5,097 of September 28, 1872. After many delays, the railway was completed on February 24, 1896, led by engineer Miguel de Teive e Argollo, who was, at the time, the railway director,   with   a   total   length   of   452,310   km.   Two   stations   began operating in Alagoinhas. The one opened by the English of the Bahia and   San   Francisco   Railway   was   named   Alagoinhas,   and   the   one belonging   to   the   Bahia   to   São   Francisco   Railway   Prolongation company   was   named   São   Francisco.   The   Prolongation   Railway adopted the metric gauge, while the San Francisco Railway adopted the 1.60 m gauge. 
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After   several   days   of   waiting   in   Juazeiro,   realizing   the 

rumor was false, the detachment decided to depart for 

Canudos   on   November   24th.   But   the   troops   were surprised in the early morning hours in Uauá by followers 

of   Antônio   Conselheiro,   who   were   under   João   Abade's 

command. They came as if they were coming to pray or to 

war. They were met with bullets by the half-asleep and surprised sentries.

 

After several hours of fighting, the Canudos men decided 

to withdraw, leaving behind a desolate scene. Despite the apparent victory, the expedition was defeated, as they no 

longer had the strength or courage to attack Canudos. 

That same afternoon, they looted and burned Uauá and 

returned to Juazeiro, with a death toll of 10 (one officer, seven soldiers, and the two guides) and 17 wounded. 

 

Second expedition (2 in Img 2)

 

While awaiting a new government attack, the jagunços 

fortified   the   approaches   to   the   camp.   The   sertanejos 

displayed   great   courage   and   military   skill,   and   supplied 

themselves with weapons abandoned or taken from the troops. Meanwhile, Antônio Conselheiro occupied himself 

with civil and religious matters.

 

The expedition was organized without a firm plan, without defined   responsibilities,   through   mutual   explanations 

between the two independent and equal authorities (state 

government and federal army). Initially, it consisted of 100 
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enlisted men and 8 line officers, and 100 enlisted men and 

3 officers from the state force.

 

Thus constituted, it departed for Queimadas on November 

25, 1896, under the command of a major from the 9th 

Infantry Battalion, Febrônio de Brito. Simultaneously, the 

District commander appealed to the federal government, requesting   four   Nordenfeldt   machine   guns,   two   Krupp 

cannons, and 250 more soldiers to better equip it, 100 

from the 26th Battalion in Aracaju and 150 from the 33rd 

in Maceió.

 

With few resources and facing all sorts of difficulties, he 

only advanced to Monte Santo in December, at which time 

a new reinforcement of one hundred soldiers was sent. This advance was part of a campaign plan. The District 

commander   understood   the   situation   and   planned   to 

attack   the   revolt   from   two   points,   advancing   toward   a 

single   objective   not   one,   but   two   columns,   under   the general direction of the Colonel of the 9th Infantry, Pedro 

Nunes   Tamarindo.   It   was   a   plan   compatible   with   the 

circumstances of the fight: first of all, establish a siege 

from   a   distance;   defeat   the   insurgents   piecemeal   and press them in enveloping movements with small but well-

trained forces.

 

On   January   12,   1897,   543   enlisted   men,   14   combat officers, and three medics marched against Canudos. It 

was a heterogeneous mass of three battalion hulls, the 

9th, the 26th, and the 33rd, and more two hundred or so 

policemen,   two   Krupp   75mm   cannons,   and   two 
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Nordenfeldt*   machine   guns.   Less   than   a   brigade,   little 

more than a full battalion.

 

*Technical note: also known as the Nordenfelt-Palmcrantz, it was a multi-barrel machine gun developed in the 19th century. The weapon had 1 to 12 barrels, arranged in a line, and fired by manually moving a lever back and forth. It was produced in various calibers, to 25 mm.

 

The expeditionary commander, Major Febrônio, left a large portion of ammunition in Queimadas, so as not to delay 

the march any longer and prevent the enemy from further 

strengthening.   Thus,   he   intended   a   lightning   attack. 

However, the artillery slowed the march, as the Krupps forced the sappers in the front to repair the road, clearing 

it of debris and clearing it, or opening bypasses to avoid 

steep slopes; and the infantry, which had the means for 

successful mobility, was paralyzed.

 

After crossing the Serra do Cambaio, it was attacked on 

the 18th and repelled by the Conselheiristas, having lost 

over a hundred soldiers.

 

Third expedition (3 in Img 2)

 

In March 1897, in Rio de Janeiro, the capital of Brazil, faced with losses and pressure from Florianista politicians 

who saw Canudos as a dangerous monarchist hotbed, the 

acting president (Prudente de Morais was on sick leave), 

Manuel   Vitorino,   called   upon   Colonel   Moreira   César, famous for his violence against the rebels of the Federalist 
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Revolution   (1893-1895)   in   the   south   of   the   country,   to 

command a new expedition.

 

News of the arrival of more military troops in the region 

attracted   large   numbers   of   people,   who   came   from 

various areas of the Northeast to defend the "Holy Man".

 

On March 2, after suffering heavy casualties caused by 

guerrilla warfare during the crossing of the mountains, the 

force, which initially consisted of 1,300 men, assaulted the 

settlement.   Moreira   César   was   killed   in   combat,   and command passed to Colonel Pedro Nunes Batista Ferreira 

Tamarindo   (who   could   have   commanded   the   2nd 

expedition), who also fell that same day.

 

Shaken,   the   expedition   was   forced   to   retreat.   Notable 

among the sertanejos military leaders were Pajeú, Pedrão, 

who later commanded the Conselheiristas at the Cocorobó 

crossing, Joaquim Macambira, and João Abade, Antônio Conselheiro's   right-hand   man,   who   commanded   the 

jagunços at Uauá.

 

Fourth expedition (4 and 5 in Img 2)

 

In April 1897, in Rio de Janeiro, the repercussions of the 

defeat were enormous, especially because the Conselheiro 

continued to be attributed with the intention of restoring the monarchy. Monarchist newspapers were pasted over, 

and Gentil José de Castro, the editor of two of them, was 

assassinated.   With   full   powers   delegated   by   President 

Prudente de Morais (who had resumed office on March 4), 
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the   Minister   of   War,   Marshal   Carlos   Machado   de 

Bitencourt, prepared an expedition under the command of 

General   Artur   Oscar   de   Andrade   Guimarães.   The expedition   consisted   of   two   columns,   commanded   by 

Generals João da Silva Barbosa (4 in Img 2, from Salvador 

and Monte Santo) and Cláudio do Amaral Savaget (5 in 

Img 2, from Aracaju and Jeremoabo). Both with over four thousand   soldiers   equipped   with   the   most   modern 

weapons   of   the   time,   distributed   across   up   to   eight 

brigades.

 

The first battle took place at Cocorobó on June 25th, with 

the   Savaget   column.   On   the   27th,   after   suffering 

considerable   losses,   the   attackers   reached   Canudos. 

During the first few months, the troops achieved little. The sertanejos   were   well-armed   with   weapons   abandoned 

from   previous   expeditions,   and   the   army   lacked   the 
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